Counting the number of pedestrians in urban environments has become an area of interest over the past few years. Its applications include studies to control vehicular traffic lights, urban planning, market studies, and detection of abnormal behaviors.
Introduction
Video analytics is a technology capable of extracting information and behavior patterns, and performing object identification and classification, among its many https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2019.e01449 other capabilities in commercial, security, government, transport, surveillance and monitoring applications across different sectors.
One of the features of Video Analytics' algorithms is their easy implementation in embedded systems. Video Analytics can be installed on conventional computers but also on development platforms such as the Raspberry Pi and other hardware with integrated DSPs (Digital Signal Processors) used in IP cameras and other devices.
When Video Analytics' algorithms are integrated with video, they are referred to as Video Software Systems [1] . These systems perform tasks that use statistical techniques and machine learning to extract and identify individual persons, track them, and compute the number of pedestrians automatically in high-traffic areas, with direct applications in real-time processing systems [2, 3, 4, 5, 6] .
The data obtained through pedestrian counting can be, in turn, directly applied to pedestrian flow detection, surveillance systems for tracking and detection of inappropriate behavior in low-density areas, urban planning, marketing studies in shopping malls, and critical area analysis in evacuations [7, 8] .
Pedestrian counting is a sub-area of detection and surveillance, an activity that includes tasks of tracking, searching, detection, and classification of people's behavior in video analytics. These tasks have been the focus research over the past few years due to population growth in cities [7] . The settling and attendance of people in some areas have resulted in an uptake in surveillance systems, which are comprised of one or several human operators who are in charge of visually monitoring a camera system. There is an intrinsic inefficiency area in this system that becomes evident when the number of cameras exceeds the number of human operators, as a result of the lack of sufficient visual coverage by the operators. For this reason, it becomes evident that there is a need for an intelligent image-processing system that is tasked with detecting possible anomalies and support decision-making in traffic control, without resorting to an increase in the number of human operators [5, 9] .
In the study of environments with the presence of crowds to estimate the number of pedestrians, it is important to understand if the scene being processed is structured or unstructured. In a structured scene, the crowd moves coherently, keeping a movement pattern that is constant in time. An example of this is a security video of a pedestrian crossing, where people are forced to follow a path to cross the street. In an unstructured scene, crowds do not follow any specific behavior pattern, which means that people move in any direction and create multiple paths that need to be processed [10] . To estimate pedestrian counts in any of these types of scenes, several categories have been used, among which we can mention intelligent algorithm detection [11, 12] , segmentation detection [13] , and cluster detection [14] .
Some of the salient features of the intelligent algorithms' category are the ability to detect pedestrians in structured and unstructured scenarios with a very low error rate, due to avoiding the issue of occlusion among different persons and objects. In the case of [15] the intelligent algorithm uses a "visual regressor" that diminishes the impact of pedestrian occlusion and dynamic change in the distribution of pedestrians in the environment, for which its implementation requires a high level of computational capacity. This trait is also shared by clustering algorithms, which require a high capture frame rate to track changes in images, as is the case of the paper by Zhou et al. in [2] where each pedestrian in the image is presented as an agent that tries to represent their starting point and destination. These two types of algorithms are intended for behavior study and prediction.
Conversely, Viola et al. [16] , defines an approach that uses machine learning by using cascading classifiers, which allows eliminating areas that do not contain objects matching the domain learned by the system. However, when this approach is applied [18, 19] .
While segmentation algorithms requires a low level of computational capacity, they present occlusion issues caused by the different objects in the environment and by lighting problems [20] . These issues can be reduced if the images are modeled as objects with self-similar, geometrical or fractal structure, this modeling is known as fractal analysis that uses the fractal dimension as the measure. Anam et al. [21] apply this model, where it helps reduce lighting errors in X-ray images. Fractal analysis can be applied directly on scenes for person count estimation, as these scenarios-and most natural objects and scenes-are full of complex forms that cannot be easily modeled by Euclidian geometry. Fractal geometry can be used to characterize and model objects with irregular outlines such as mountains, clouds, textures, trees, among others [22] .
In the environments analyzed in pedestrian counting, irregularities are produced by the dynamics of motion and the number of people crossing a particular area. If the captured images are represented in grayscale, their level of irregularity can be measured through the fractal dimension, a dimension that is between the second and third dimensions. If the surface of the objects being analyzed has a smooth outline, their fractal dimension will be closer to the second dimension. Alternatively, when outlines are rough or irregular, the fractal dimension of the objects will be closer to the third dimension [23] .
In this article, we develop a novel method to estimate pedestrian count that is based on calculating the fractal dimension of images in structured or unstructured scenes, by using segmentation algorithms. To validate the proposed method, a streaming video was captured from a surveillance camera, processing the level of irregularity of the environment, which changes with the number of pedestrians crossing the scene.
This enabled to obtain an estimative pedestrian count, without being affected by color shift or low lighting.
To measure the fractal dimension, it applied the box-counting method. This method was selected on account of its simplicity, low computational cost and autonomy, which allows its implementation on any image and resulted in an outstanding level of accuracy in estimating the fractal dimension, as long as the number of pixels on the axis is equal to the number of pixels on the axis [24, 25, 26] . Experimental results are compared with techniques using intelligent algorithms, such as CNN and
MobilNets.
The proposed method stands apart for two main contributions. The first one is that it reduces the computational requirements because it does not require to process each individual to estimate the pedestrian count. This means that it does not require pre-processing, classification, tracking or learning techniques. The second, is that by not depending on a learning system, can be easily applied in any environment.
This article is organized as follows. The box-counting algorithm used to estimate the fractal dimension is explained in section 2. Section 3 validates the use of fractal dimension through box counting to estimate pedestrian count in four different environments. Section 4 presents the results of applying the differential box-counting method to estimate the number of pedestrians in an uncontrolled environment.
Finally, section 5 presents the conclusions.
Theory/calculation
To discuss the fractal dimension, we first need to describe the Hausdorff dimension.
Given a metric space ( , ), where is a defined set with a measurement , and a closed ball defined in metric space ( , ) ∶= {∀ ∈ , ( , ) < }, and defining a cover = { ∶ ∈ } that contains a set of open balls, we can estimate that the Hausdorff dimension D of a subset X of the Euclidian space can be determined by counting balls contained in the cover with a radius = ∈ ℝ + , the Hausdorff dimension can be expressed in (1). = lim
However, although this measure can express with great precision the fractal dimension of objects, it has the great disadvantage of not being able to be calculated through computation. For this reason, several authors highlight the importance of working with the Box Counting Dimension (BCD) to calculate the fractal dimension.
This measurement accurately expresses the fractal dimension of objects, but it has the great disadvantage of only being able to be calculated through computation in cases where the fractal is deterministic. For this reason, several authors point out the importance of working with BCD, and in particular with the DBC technique to calculate the fractal dimension in non-uniform images [24, 26] .
Two-dimensional images can be considered as three-dimensional when they are represented by × × , where is the number of pixels in the axis, and is the number of pixels in the axis, and height is the intensity in grayscale of a specific pixel, that can be calculated as
The DBC technique consists in having a symmetrical image where pixels in the axis must be equal to the pixels on the axis i.e. ( = ). Ensuring that the images are symmetrical, we can generate blocks of × × ℎ size, where
} if the image is 8-bit. After the generation of the block we must count how many blocks are needed to cover the complete image, using as measure (2), given the radius of the ball from (1), or in this case, the scale factor represented by the measure of the cube. Figure 1 shows how the blocks are generated from a grayscale image modeled in 3-D.
( , ) = max
The total block count can be estimated from the sum = ∑ , ( , ), which when replaced with the measurement of the cube in equation (1) estimates the approximate fractal dimension, e.g. Figure 2 shows the process of image capture, from which a square section is extracted and converted to grayscale and al. [25] proposes that the minimum and maximum levels of the cube in ( , ) be approximated to the highest and closest integer number, as shown in (3). This is, if the result is 3.1 cubes in the maximum value, the value should be approximated to 4. 
Calculation
To validate the pedestrian count estimate using the DBC technique in images, we use four controlled environments. The image background is constant, there are different geometric objects and people, and images with a resolution of 500 × 500 are used, obtaining the DBC in each processed image with blocks of 4 × 4 × 4 , to estimate their fractal dimension.
The first environment used a dark gray background, and pedestrians were represented with white spheres in motion. The fractal dimension of the scene was calculated in 4 experiments, 2 minutes long each, with a different number of spheres Figure 3 .
These four experiments were performed without any image filtering or processing technique. Results are shown in Figure 4 and Figure 5 .
To verify the performance of DBC in an image versus the number of objects in the environment, we analyzed the median and standard deviation in each of them, which results in Table 1 , where the change of fractal dimension by box counting is shown when the number of spheres in the scene changes.
In the second environment, there was a single person over a gray background, simulating the color of a sidewalk. The experiment was performed with a sample of 10 different persons, as shown in Figure 6 . As in the first environment, the DBC of each image was calculated, obtaining a median = 2.10872751712 and a standard deviation = 0.0116160143136, as shown in Figure 7 . This resulted in a low difference among samples, showing that Figure 9 show the results of the four experiments, showing that DBC can be used to estimate pedestrian count by calculating the changes in relief in the complete image when there is a different number of pedestrians in the scene. Figure 10 shows the distribution of values.
Results and discussion
Up to this point, we used images with controlled backgrounds to estimate the number of pedestrians. This section consists of DBC processing in uncontrolled videos, this is, where the background, the number of people, and lighting change dynamically in time. As in section 3, we worked with videos with a resolution of 500 × 500 , with a duration of 6 minutes. DBC processing used blocks of 4 × 4 × 4 .
The dataset could be download from [27] . Figure 11 shows the DBC calculation for the complete video, in 4 zones. The first zone goes from 40 to 44 seconds, with a constant number of pedestrians equal to 8.
The second zone is at the 106 seconds mark, with only 3 pedestrians, which was the lowest number of pedestrians in the video. The third zone is at 128 seconds, showing a total of 16 pedestrians, which was the highest number of pedestrians in the video.
Finally, the fourth zone is from 208 to 212 seconds of the video, where the number of people remained constant at a value of 7.
To begin estimating the number of people in the scene, we took samples every 2 seconds, counting the number of people manually and then calculating the fractal dimension by box counting and generating a ratio of people to DBC. With this information, we separated the samples by the number of people to calculate the median and standard deviation, as shown in Table 3 .
Equation (4) shows the function generated by applying the linear regression with the values of Table 3 , where is the fractal dimension and ( ) is the estimated number of pedestrians. We must take into account that the domain of the function is real numbers, but the codomain is the positive integer numbers. As it represents a number of people ∶ ℝ → ℤ + ∪ {0}, it is necessary to use the function (.) to approximate the number to the nearest integer number. Applying the data of Table 3 in (4), we find the relative error between the estimate pedestrian count and the number of pedestrians counted manually (Table 4 ). The average relative error is 4.92%. The error is incremented by the inclusion of elements that changes the fractal dimension, also the use of integer numbers instead of real numbers to represent pedestrians that are partially in the image, i.e. they are entering or leaving the processing area affects the estimation. However, the results show a good estimate of the number of people in an uncontrolled environment without using processing techniques in the captured images.
Complementary evaluations
To validate the efficiency of the estimation presented in the present article, we repeated the experiment in an identical environment, selecting frames which contained a specific number of pedestrians. These frames were processed by applying the following methods independently: Haar Cascades for Human Detection [16, 17] , Histograms of Oriented Gradients for Human Detection (HOG) [18] , MobilNets [19] , and Convolutional Neural Networks. However, this method does present a greater error rate compared to the method presented in this article. Additionally, it takes 432 to process each frame, as shown in Table 6 . On the other hand, the MobilNets and CNN methods were capable of identifying the exact position for each pedestrian while simultaneously classifying the objects detected in the frame, which prevents counting false positives like animals or bicycles.
Conclusion
This article presents a novel method to estimate the number of pedestrians, based on the differential box-counting method (DBC) to measure the fractal dimension in videos. The method proposed in this article was tested in four different environments, demonstrating its potential to autonomously estimate the number of pedestrians in a dynamic environment. This technique was implemented in uncontrolled environments, where the captured images were not pre-processed. This is a differentiating factor against current techniques, which require conditioning and segmentation techniques or using machine-learning algorithms to estimate the number of people in a scene.
The mean relative error of this method in experiments was 4.92%.
It is important to point out that abrupt changes in light intensity affect the results obtained by using DBC in uncontrolled environments. However, the estimation of the number of pedestrians can be performed, as long as the parameters of the current environment are taken into account in the equation used for the approximation. In the case of this article, the function used was adjusted polynomials of the Taylor series.
One limitation of the proposed method is that it cannot classify or track individual pedestrians in the scene.
For future work, this technique will be implemented in a wireless sensor network, to estimate the flow and direction of pedestrians. This would allow a study to analyze the behavior of movement in people in any environment, and to generate congestion alerts in evacuation scenarios. 
